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Some small CUs do a disservice to members

he debate over whether small or large credit

upions are better and more like what

credit unions are supposed to be seems to go on
endlessly. .

Often the discussion completely ignores the only
true measurement of credit union worth—member ser-
vice. Big is not automatically bad. Small 1s not automat-
ically good. It’s not that simpie.

Frequently, the debate is fueled by the banking
industry. since it would like to see nothing but s=all
credit unions. especially small credit unions with a sin-
gle sponsor. limited membership potential. and plain
vanilla products and services.

in the minds of bank lobbyists, most large credit
unions “have strayed from the original purpose of eredit
unions.” Which was what? To start out small, stay that
way, and force the CU’s limited number of members to
seek all but the most basic financial services elsewhere?

According to the ten commandments of banking,
credit unions were never intended to grow and become
full service financia! institutions for their members. In
the minds of bankers. any credit urion beyond some
asset size decreed by the banking industry—$5 million,
$10 million. $25 million, $50 million—is not really s
credit union at all.

Credit union regulators also contribute to the dis-
cussior and confusion by frequently maling comments
asong these lines: “Small credit unions are what the
credit union movement is all about ” Lost in the shuffle
of such inflammatorv thetoric, of course, 1s 2 far more
accurate description that goes something like this:
*serving the chapging financial needs of members is
what credit unions are all about-~regardiess of size”

Sometimes it seems that certain regulators reaily
believe that larger credit unions don’t understand credit
umon philosophv snd operate under a different not-for-
profit structure. Or that on}y small credit unions actual-
Iv serve the underserved.

Fact is. @ handful of larger credit unions serves
more poor members in total than all the small credit
untons combined. Most large CUs serve the full econom-
ic spectrum within their membership. Some say that
having well-to-do members helps the CU serve less
flush members.

Kepresentatives from small credit unions also have an
opinion o voice on the subject. Many consider large credit
unions the enemy. mavbe even more so from 2 compen-
tive viewpoint than banks They feel strongly that mem-
bers thev serve should forever more be in their exclusive
domain. Thev believe strongly in turf protection.

Furthermore. they beheve that iarger credit unions
are determined 1o swallow them up to gain their field of
membership. The look askance at 2id offered by large
credit unions because they don’t want to end up as a
branch manager of that CU.

A staff person at a small credit union threatened by
a nearby medium-size cred:t union attempting to
expand its service area. actuallv took the side of the
banking industry in a court battle. The argumert was
all about preventing the larger credit union’s expansion
into several more counties. Here's what the representa-
tive of the smaller credit union said: “T'd rather my

- members do business with a bank than be served by

another credit union.”
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Apny argument over the
respective merits of small and
large credit unions (assuming
the terms can even be defined) is a complete waste of
tone. There is a place for credit unions of any size, as
long as they continue to do a good job of meeting the
financtal needs of their members.

Unfortunately, some small evedit unions don't do that.
Instead, they appesr 1o be more interested in meeting the
needs of the current board and staff. No wonder some
small credit unions have been either the same size, or get-
ting smaller, for vears. Both current and former members
most Jikely do most of their “banking” at a bank.

The reason? Because for many vears those who set
policy for some small CUs. and work there. don’t want
the credit union to get any larger. “Don’t rock the boat™
appeers to be their slogan. They have decided what 1s
best for the members. Or is it what is best for them?

Of course there are many wonderful small credit
unions which are loved and supported by a loyal member-
ship base snd admired by credit union people everywhere.
But there are also some small credit unions that are
frankly doing a disservice to their membership by hang-
ing on to them for dear life far all the wrong reasons.

If current and potential members can be served bet-
ter by another credit union, they ought to have the free
choice to join any credit union for which they are eligi-
bie. The credit union doesn’t own the members: the
members own the credit union.

A concern over who will serve on the board is not a
reason to prevert CU members from obtaining better
service from another credit union rather than be forced
to go to a bank to get it. Nor is who will be CEO or be on
the staff.

Another common misconception gbout credit umons
is that the smaller CUs serve poorer members while the
larger ones serve well-heeled members. Not true.

One small credit union serves the members of a util-
ity company which, like most utility companies has
downsized many times. The remaining emplovees,
though now few in number. all have good-paving jobs.
The leadership of 1ts credit union is doggedly hanging
on to the declining membership base. all the while
pleading that they are a poor little credit union that 1
vital to its members.

Nonsense! Chances are excellent that most of these
members conduct their finapcial affeirs at a bank
because they can’t get what they need from a credit
unton that refuses to either grow, or let go.

It's well past the time that the debate between small
and large credit unions cease. Discussions should center
on who owns the credit union and how they are bewng
served. All credit union members deserve no less.

Comments? Call 1-800-345.9936, Ext. 15, or Fax
561.683-8514, or E-mail mwelch@cutimes.com.
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